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Rehn says EU borders are not fixed

10.04.2006 - 09:55 CET | By Honor Mahony

How many new member states the EU can take on is not a fixed statistic but rather a dynamic concept, according to EU enlargement commissioner Olli Rehn.

In an interview with German daily Die Welt, Mr Rehn outlines what the commission means by the term "absorption capacity."

A vague phrase referring to how many member states the bloc can expand to without losing its ability to function - "absorption capacity" has often been used in terms of a warning to potential EU members such as the Western Balkans and Turkey.

According to the commissioner, however, the term is "not a statistical but rather a dynamic concept".

For the bloc to able to take on new member states, the union "must be able to function; the accession of a new country must be financially doable and the poltical goals of the union cannot be endangered by the accession. [Economic] growth and institutional reform are a part of this", says Mr Rehn. 

The Finnish commissioner is also reluctant to say where Europe's borders lie or when membership is not an option for a country.

"Europe's borders are defined rather by values than by geographical guidelines. Certainly, geographical borders set out the framework, but values define the borders".

Mr Rehn also says that any European country can apply to join the EU so long as it fulfils certain democratic and human rights criteria.

"Any European country that respects values like democracy, human rights and rule of law can apply to be a member [of the EU]. That does not mean that we have to accept every country. But it would also be wrong to close the door forever by drawing a line in a map that forever sets the borders of Europe".

The commissioner, who is fighting rising enlargement fatigue among several national governments, said that the EU must stick by its commitment of 2003 to give the Western Balkans countries an EU membership perspective. 

"In the Balkan countries around 20 to 25 million people live altogether - that is doable for the EU with its total population of around 450 million", he argues.

Countering the argument that the EU will become simply an economic area without the political integration if it takes on too many member states, Mr Rehn said "the history of the EU shows that enlargement and [political] deepening are not opposites."

The EU more than doubled the number of its members from 12 to 25 since 1989. At the same time, political and economic integration was pushed forward, he said, pointing to the introduction of the euro and the Schengen zone, the EU's borderless area.
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